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INTRODUCTION

This monograph, Margaret McKeown'’s award-winning doctoral disserta-
tion, is the second monograph of this series. In order to understand the
significance of this monograph series. I would hike to share with you some
of the history connccted with the selection of the Outstanding Dissertation
by the Subcommittee on the Rescarch Award.

As a professional organization. the International Reading Association
has tried to encourage and reward high-quality doctoral research in reading
by recognizing those dissertations which are outstanding. Each year, a call
goes out encouraging those who have completed graduate work in reading
to submit a dissertation monograph. The Subcommittee reads. rereads., and
ranks cach submission. As a result of this process. the 10 highest ranking
dissertation monographs are nomimated as IRA award-winning doctoral re-
search. Traditionally. cach of the 10 persons so honored is invited to the
IRA Annual Convention to present his/her rescarch and to share deserved
recognition,

Although reading 15 common to all the dissertations, many different
methodologics and topics are represented. Some of the dissertations are
experimental, some cthnographic. and some are historical To compl:cate
matters even more. some arc on beginning and others are on fluent stages
of reading. and somic examine special populations such as the learning dis-
abled. If this were not enough of a problem. the members of the Subcom-
mittee are chosen to represent a variety of viewpomts and approaches to
reading. These problems muke the selection of one outstanding dissertation
from the many received a difficult though professionally rewarding
achievement for the Subcommittee. Despite the problems. the one disserta-
tion with the highest ranking is selected to recenve the Outstanding Disser-
tation of the Year Award.

In addition to recognizimg the work of outstanding young rescarchers,
a secondary, though equally important. goal to this competition has been to
encourage publication of quality reading rescarch. The Subcommuttee. un-
der my tenure, devised the dissertation monograph system. Each person
who competes tor this Award now wnites a rescarch paper of about 30-40




pages. based on the thesis and in such style and quality that it can be sent to
a scholarly journal to be reviewed for possible publication. This system has
four major advantages. First. applicants zan present a fully developed ver-
sion of their dissertation rescarch for review. Second. young rescarchers
who may not get an opportunity to put their dissertation in publishable
style are doing so. Third. expense for applicants and time for reviewers
have been reduced. And. fourth. the International Reading Association is
able to establish an Qutstanding Dissertation Monograph series as a direct
result of this system.

Of all the papers which our Subcommittee recerved for the 1984-1985
competition. Margaret Gentile McKeown's received the highest ranking.
As you read her monograph. I think you will be impressed. as we were.
with its high quality and the contribution it mahes to the field of reading.

S. Jay Samuels

Chair

Subcomnuttee on the Rescarch Award
1985




THE PROBLEM

Rescarch on vocabulary. which can be described as rescarch that bears di-
rectly or mdirectly on the improvement of vocabulary knowledge. has g
history dating back at Icast to Thorndihe’s work in 1917 (Chiford. 1978).
Major trends in vocabulary research have included nvestigations of the
relationship between vocabulary hnowledge and reading comprehension.
the role of context in acquinng word meaning. and the cffectiveness of vo-
cabulary struction. The accumulation of rescarch has shown that funda-
mental assumptions underlying cach of these trends s highly conditional.
That 1s. the notions that vocabulary hnowledge and reading comprehension
are related. that context promotes vocabulary learning. and that instruction
brings about vocabulary knowledge have been borne out by rescarch. but
only under certain conditions.

A current focus of vocabulary rescarch is the investigation of the con-
diions within which these notions about vocabulary knowledge operate.
and what brings about those conditions (sce. tor example. Carnine.
Kameenur, & Coyle. 1984 Frecbody & Anderson. 1981a. 1981b:
Jenhins, Stein. & Wysochr, 1984 Nagy. Herman. & Anderson. 1985:
Sternberg. Powell. & Kaye. 1983). This onientation demonstrates a consid-
cration of cognitive functions that underlic and enable vocabulary learning
Concern with cogmitive 1ssues has been reflected in several studies of the
cffectiveness of vocabulary mstruction, Consideration of underlying cogni-
tive processes has been demonstrated imphicitly. in the design of the in-
struction (Draper & Mocller. 1971). explicitly, in the rationale and
methadology as well as the instructional desiga (Beck. Perfetu. &
McKeown. 1982, Gipe. 1978-1979: Kameenur. Carnine. & Freschi. 1982,
Margosein, Pascarclla. & Pflaum. 1982: McKcown. Bech. Omanson. &
Perfetti. 1983). and in the discusston of factors cor..nbuting to certain
results (Jenkins. Pany. & Schreck. 1978: Pany & Jenkins. 1978).

In addition to considening the functioning of cogmitive processes i the
design of vocabulary instructional studies. processing issues can also be
mestigated more directly by exploring how learners handle information in
vocabulary learming and vocabulary application situations Such an ap-
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proach was taken, through investigations of acquiring word meaning from
context, in Werner and Kaplan's (1952) classic developmental study and in
a recent study by van Daalen-Kapteijns and Elshout-Mohr (1981).

Werner and Kaplan's (1952) study sought to describe the various ways
children use language in deriving word meaning and the developmental ef-
fects on the use of language. In doing so. they focused on problematic as-
pects of childrens use of context by using a purposcly abstract. difficult
tash to determine the stability of levels of performance which they believed
could best be discerned under conditions that were conducive to regressive
behavior. The purpose of their study was to discover a* what point in the
process, and to which behaviors, children at various developmental levels
regressed when given a difficult task. To gain an appreciation of the nature
of the task. consider the following sentences which children vere to use te
derive the meaning of the artificial word Judray. which was given the
meaning of "to grow. increase. or expand™:

1. You hudray what you know by rcading and studying.

2. Mrs. Smith wanted to hudray her family

3. To hudray the number of children in the class. there must be

cenough chairs.

Werner and Kaplan's (1952) approach. however. could give a diswrted
view of the difficultics children have with using context. resulting in a pic-
ture of what can happen 1n extreme situations, rather than what is likely to
happen when childven interact with context to derive word meaning. It
scems that the task items Werner and Kaplun presented could exaggerate
problems in children’s processing. because the difficulty of the task might
trap children within their own incorrect responses. making them unable to
apply knowledge that 1s relevant to the task,

The study by van Daalen-Kapteijns and Elshout-Mohr (1981) sought
characteristics of an efficient process of word meaning acquisition by
studying the responses of (relatively) high and low ability college students
to a word meaning acquisition task. The investigators found that both high
and low ability groups formed a rough notion. or model. of an unknown
words meaning from initial contexts. but the groups worked to refine the
models in different ways. The high ability subjects scemed able to add or
delete some component of the word meaning model being developed with-
out adjusting other corponents. This allowed them to maintain a certain
invariance of meaning among different contexts. yet remain flexible
cnough 1o revise the word meaning as needed. Low ability subjects. on the
other hand. did not scem to view word meanings as a bundle of separable
componcents, but as an indivisible whole. Thus. if some part of the model
was shown not to fit. subjects were forced to readjust the entire model or
develop a new one to take its place.

E l{lC 2 1 1 McKcown
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The study to be reported here is closely related to those of Werner and
Kaplan (1952) and van Daalen-Kapteijns and Eishov:-Mohr (1981) in that
it was undertaken to investigate differences 1n the process of acquiring
word meaning from context in learners at different levels. The present
study differs from the carlier studies in several important ways. Similar to
Werner and Kaplan's study. this study explored children’s processing. but,
unlike the 1acaning acquisition tash in that carlier study. the task presented
to children in the presen study was designed to be more at the level of
contexts children typically encounter in school reading. Werner and Ka-
plan’s task consisted of ditficult and abstract items which wou'd not be ap-
propriate to the purpose of drawing conclusions about children’s ability to
use context. The task developed for this study was designed to allow chil-
dren to apply the knowledge they have about the meaning acquisition proc-
ess. and therefore was intended to yield a realistic picture of where
difficultics in processing ordinarily oceur

Sccond. the present study extended the investigation of word meaning
acquisition by addressing the question of how well an “acquned™ word can
be applicd in later encounters. The two previous studies did niot address the
issue of subsequent performance on the words whose nicanings the sub-
jects derived. Yet. this 1s an important issue because zaming mformation
about a word’s meaning 1s of value only 1f 1t can be used to understand
future encounters with that word.

Third. the focus of the present study differs trom those of Werner and
Kaplan (1952) and van Daalen-Kapteyns and Elshout-Mohr (1981) in its
constderation of mstructional issues. A major goal of this study s to shed
hght on the kind of informution that students need in order to acquite vo-
cabulary most effectively This could then suggest what might be included
in instruction to mahke it optimally effective

| Y {
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METHOD

b Muarerial

Tne materials used n this study consisted of an experimenter-created
meaning acquisition task contaiming six items. cach designec  -ound an
artificial word. Each item consisted of a sequence of sentences containing
an artificial word and clues to the word’s meaning. The artificial words
represented two nouns. two verbs, and two adjectives so that any conclu-
sion drawn from the study would not be limited to a specific category of
words. The task was based on a hypothesized view of an effective procens
of acquiring word meaning from context. which is preseated 1n the next
section.,

A View of the Meaning Acquisition Process

The view of the meaning acquisition process to be described was de-
veloped to serve as a basis for creating a meaning acquisition task. The
process has as its goal the discovery of a stable meaning for an unfar liar
word that makes sense in. and illuminates the meaning of the contexts in
which the word appears. No claim is made that the view of the word mean-
ing acquisition process to be presented covers all instance.. of Icarning
words from context.

The hypothesized process Jeading to the goal of finding a stable word
meaning consists of the following sequence. When lcarner., recognize 1
word within a context as unknowu. they sefect from the context concepts
that constrain the meaming, of the word. Then the learner searches for and
fests meaning candidates within the context. Meaning candidates are de-
fined as known concepts that seem to fit the constraints sclected. Candi-
dates are tested by matching the contextual constraints with the features of
the candidate concept. A hypotnesis about the word 1s then founed. The
hypothesis may be vague, such as hnowing the word describes something
in a acgative way, or as precise as a full definition. although obtaining a
precise definition from one context is probably fairly unusual. If decision
criteria are not reached. that is. if the hypothesis forr ed does not include a
decision that the word is now known, the process continues with the next
encounier of the word in context.

ERIC 13 5
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With a subscqueni encounter. the learner agaimn selecrs constraints and
searches for and tests meaning candidates. But between the selection and
the scarch is another step. that of coordinanng the constraints of the
present context and prior context(s) In such cases, the testing phase 1n-
volves matching the multiple constraints derived from the contexts with the
features of the car.idate concept. In this w»  information about the word’s
meaning is compded and refined untn « . nypothesis formed about the
word meets, the decision criteria

It should be noted that decision criteria are not casily defined It is
difficult to pinpomnt when inforiation gathered about a word allows for it
to be considered known, as knowing a word is not an all-or-nothire propo-
sition. In this study. decision criteria will be operationalized 1. simply,
as mawhing an unknown word with the correct meaming choice atter being
presented with context that disallows all other meaning choices

The Meaning Acquisition Task

In this section. a description of the task and its relationship to the hy-
pothesized meaning acquisition process 1s provided  The stimulus material
from onc of the six items developed for the task is used to exemplify the
task This item was developed around the artificial word narp whose des-
sgnated meaning was ordinary. The description begins with a brief over-
view of the task. First. a single context seatence containing a target word
was presented, along with choices for the word’s meaning. After the initial
sentences and the choices were discussed, the tash moved to the presenta-
tion of additional contexts whose role was to narrow the possible choices
for the word's meaming. Eventually. the contexts provided enough informa-
tion to allow the climination of all but the designated meaning choice. Af-
ter the word was hinked to its defimition. sentences were presented that
required recogmuon of apptopriate and inappropriate uses of the word,
Each item 1n the task comprised five steps. which will now be described in
detail.

Step 1. In the first step of the tash. a context sentence containing an
arttficial word was read to the child and six choices for the word's meaning
were presented. one at a ime. The sentence for the artificial word narp
was!

“Standing in front of 1t, we all agreed that it seemed hhke a narp hoe 2"

The choices presented were: epensive, strange. brick, shy. ordinary.
and soft. Children were asked 1f cach choice could be the meaning of the

them could be rejected with reference to only that part of the context 1mme-
diately around the word. or the “local context™ Here. for example. the
meaning choices s/ and soff could be rejected because they are not fea-
tures of a house, a house would not be described as being soft or shy One

MC 6 1 4 McKeown

word and why or why not The six choices were selected so that two of
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of the six choices fit at the local context level but not at the fuller. or more
“global.” context level. For the above sentence. brick would be a permissi-
ble feature of house, but would not fit the global context of people agreeing
that. “It scemred like a brick house.” The othe ~ three choices were permissi-
ble choices for the new word’s meaning.

This first step represents two aspects of the view of the word meaning
acquisition r rocess described carlier. First. th2 justifications that the chil-
dren gave for their choices provided evidence of the contextual information
the children were using to sclect meamng constraints. Second the chil-
dren's evaluation of ach choice as appropriate or mappropriate and thetr
justification of choices reflected the testing of meaming candidates within
the constraints choscn.

Step 2. Inthe second step of the tash. two additional sentences contain-
ing the same artificial word as i Step | were presented together. The sen-
tences presented for the narp item were:

1. "It was hard finding the right gift because everything in the store
was S0 narp.”

2. "When he's around older people. Henry acts narp.”

The child was told to use information from both sentences to decide if cach
of the same si  choices as presented m Step | fit the meaning of the wo
and why or why not. The first senten.ce presented allowed the same threcy
choices as the sentence in Step L. that is. for narp. the choices expensive.
strange. and ordinary. and the other allowed two of those choices and one
choice that was disallowed for the initial sentence. that is. strange. ordi-
nary. and shiy. Thus, the child was, ideally. able to reject two choices be-
cause they fit neither context. two because they fit only one context. and
accept two choices as possible meanings In the narp example. brick and
soft fit neither context. expensive and shy fit only one of the two contexts.
and strange and ordinars remain as possible meaning choices. This step
reflects the coordtnation of two contexts to select constratnts and the testing
of candidates by matching the coordinated constraints with tie candidate
features. tn the present view of the word meaning acquisition process.

Step 3. In Step 3. three sentences were presented based on once of the
sentences shown carlier, but different detatl had been added n cach casc.
The three sentences for the narp item were:

1. "It looked like a narp house, night at the corner near the bus stop.”

2. “It looked like a narp house and most people never thought much
about it.”

3. "It looked like a narp housc. like all the others on the block.”

After cach sentence, the child was ashed 1if it told any more about the mean-
ing of the word. and if so. what In this step. one seatence contained no
addi*  nal information that distinguished the meaning choices — for the
narp wtem. it was the bus stop sentence - while the other two gave clues that

O
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allowed a final choice to be determined. This step reflects the view of the
word meaning acquisition process in that it presents subsequent encounters
with the word in whick mformation about meamng 1s compiled and re-
fined.

Step 4. At the end of Step 3. the child was asked what s/he thought the
meaning of the word was. An addiional sentence was presented only if the
child was incorrect or still unsuie of the meaning. The sentence for Step 4
consisted of a strong context that zave explicit clues to the mecning of the
word. For the narp item, the sentence that was presented dept *~d normal. v
familiar events, giving the child optinial opportunity io recogmize ordinary
as the correct meaning:

“On every narp week day. the children went to school ad their parents ,

went to work.”

The child was then asked if s/ue hnew anything more abeut the word's
meaning. If stll unsure, the child was told the correct meaning. Step 4
reflects the aspect of the word meaning acquisitton process 1n wh-ch a dect-
sion is made as to a word’s meaning.

Step 5. In Step 5. six sentences were presented and the chiid was
asked. for cach. if 1t was a "good” sentence. that ss, true. or a "bad” sen-
tence. because 1t was not true. This step was designed so that three senten-
ces were good and three bad, regarding their use of the artificial word. For
the narp item. the good sentences were:

1. A narp clock has two hands.”

2. "Eating lunch is a narp thing to do.”

3. "It's narp to wear boots in winter weather.”

The bad sentences were:

1. “Peogle dress up and look narp on Halloween.”

7. "Other people stay away from narp guys.”

2. "Someane whe has magic powers is narp.”

This step corresponds to what can be descr.aed as the goal of the meaning
acquisition process. That s, tests if the child, having reached decision cri-
teria about the word (or having been told its meaning). can use the knowl-
edge of the word's meaning to interpret the meaning of further sentence
contexts.

Subjects and Design

The subjects in this stedy were 30 fifth graders from a small, urban
school district in western Pennsylvania. Two groups. a high vocabwary
ability and a low vocabulary ability group. were formed, with 15 children
in cach group. Cniteria for the high and low groups were set after examin-
ing scores obtained by all the children at the end of their 4th-grade year on
the vocabulary subtest of the Stanford Achievement Test (Madden,
Gardner, Rudman, Karlsen, & Merwin, 1973). Children whose vocabu-
lary scores fell in the middle of the distributton (this turned out w be grade

O
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cquivalent scores from 4.2 to 4.7) were climinated from consideration as
potential subjects.

The high ability group was formed with all fifth-grade children for
whom scores could be obtained (i.c.. excluding children who had entered
the school in the present school year) who had achieved a grade level
cquivalent score of 4.8 or above. These scores represent high ability for
this population of children. although scores beginning at this level would
be considered average rather than high ability in terms of national norms.
They do indicate an acceptable level of performance for this age level.
however. The mean score of the high group was 5.8.

The low ability group was formed with all fifth-grade children for
whom scores could be obtained who had achieved a grade level cquivalent
of 4.1 or below. and who had scored 3.3 or ahove on the reading subtest of
the Stanford This sccond criterion was added in an attempt to eliminate
children whose ability was so low as to signal possible problems with ua-
derstanding the task requirements. The mean score of the low group was
3.2,

The reading subtest scores for the Stanford Achicvement Test were
also caleulated for cach group. The high groups mean on the reading test
was 5.8. the same as for the vocabulary test. The reading test mean of the
low group was 4.4, considerably higher than their vocabulary test mean.

Procedure
The task was admimistered by the experimenter individually to cach

child. The items were presented on 3 x 5 cards and read aloud to the child.
Responses we = tape-recorded and later transcribed for scoring. Because

-pilot work inuicated that the administration of the six items would take

about an hour, raising the possibility of interfering with the child's school
day as well as his/her ability to attend and respond consistently, the task
was divided into two three-item sessions.

The items and choices within cach item were presented in a fixed or-
der This decision was made because order effects did not seem a rish here .
since items were not being compared with cach other. The interest was
individual differences. which nught artificially vary more 1f order of items
or choices vaned

Scoring

Seven scores. two cach for Steps | and 2 and one cach for Steps 3. 4.
and 5. were obtained. The seven scores were summed across items. Relia-
bility of the scoring sy stem was determined by having a second judge score
20% of the data which consisted of the responses to all six items by three
children from cach group. selected randomly from within cach group. The

reliability. which was determuned by the match between the two judges’
evaluations of cach responsc, was .95,

E lillc«vi.\ilion of Word Meaning 1 7 9
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Step | was scored for the two aspects of mcaning acquisition that it
reflected. the selection of constraints and the testing of candidates within
constraints. For constraint selection, each choice within cach of the six
items was worth 2 points. which were awarded if a child’s reason for ac-
cepting or rejecting a choice was correct and sufficient One point was
awarded if a constraint was chosen that was correct. but not sufficient for
evaluating the meaning choice. For example. given tac choice expensive
for the narp sentence. a child would receive 2 points for the response.
“People might stand in front of a house and think it looks expensive.” Such
a response is correct and sufficient. because it reflects consideration of
both local and global context levels. Only | point. however. would be given
for the response. “A house can be expensive.” since only the local context
has been considered. Accepting the choice within the local context of
“house™ would not necessarily mean the choice would be acceptable in the
sentence. the fit of the choice must be considered within the global context
before a valid decision could be made.

The testing of constraints was worth 1 pownt for cach choice within
cach item. The point was awarded if the child correctly evaluated. that s,
accepted or rejected. the choice. given that some correct constraint. cither
local or global. had been selected. The reason for this prerequisite was that
if the child evaluated the choice without using contextual constraints. the
cvaluation would not constitute testing of constraints.

Step 2 was scored for coordination of two contexts and for testing of
candidates within the coordtnated constraints. For coordinatio.. of con-
1exts. each choice wathin each item was worth 1 point. which was carned if
the child referred to both sentences in justifying the evaluation of a choice.
For testing within coordinated constraints. each choice within cach item
was worth | point. which was earned if the child correctly evaluated the
choice. given that both sentences were used in the justification.

Step 3 was scored for the wse of additional contexts to refine word
meamng. One point was scored for cach of the three sentences within cach
item 1f the child could correctly explain why the sentence did or did not
give further clues to the word’s meaming.

Step 4 was worth 2 points per item. which were awarded if the child
could correctly tdentifv the meaning of the word at the end of § ep 3 One
point was awarded if the child was only able to identify the me .ning after
the additional sentence was presented.

Step 5 was worth | point for cach sentence within each item, .* point
was awarded 1f the child could cuirectly evaluate a sentenc e that used the
newly “acquired” word as good or bad and could correctly explain why the
word did or did not make sense in the context.
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RESULTS

The seven scores obtained from the meaming acqunsition tash cach repre-
sented an aspect of the meaning acquisition process. These aspects were (a)
selection of constraints from context, (b) testing a meaning choice within
constraints, (¢) usc of two contexts to constrain meaning choic ~. (d) evalu-
ation of a meaning choice given the use of two -ontexts. (¢ use of addi-
tional contexts to refine word meaning. (f) identification of word meaming
given contexts that contain direct meaning clues. and (g) discrimination of
sentences that use or misuse the newly learned words. The data for the high
and low groups on cach of the seven scores obtained were analyzed by 1
tests.

Prior to collecting data. it was decided that, in addition to the compari-
sons made on the seven aspects of meaming acquisition, some more fine-
grained qualitative comparisons of response types would also be made. The
rationale for seeking these more fine-grained comparisons was that such an
examination corld be quite revealing in regard to how children of high and
low skill handle information in meaning acquisition situations. The spe-
cific comparisons to be made were not established a priori but. rather. were
directed by patterns that arose within the data.

A problem with more fine-grained comparisons is that they mvolve
reduced sample size. This was particularly true for the high group. spice
most comparisons were of error types. and the high group had fewer er-
rors The result was an exaggerated variability for some comparisons. Re-
latedly. the small n and the nonindependent nature of responses being
categorized made many types of statistical analysis inappropriate. Thus.,
comprehenstve analyses were not performed on these compansons. In
three «~"cecicd cases. however. 1 tests were used to assess comparisons that
seemed of particular interest Only those three comparisons are discussed
here.

Despite the problems associated with qualitative comparisons. such an
examination seems worthwhile, since some of the patterns revealed are
quite compelling in what they suggest about how children of varying shill
approach the task of acquiring word meaning from context,
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The results presented are organized around the seven aspects of the
word meaning acquisition process represented by the seven scores obtained
from the task. The fine-grained comparisons are discussed within these
aspects.

1. Selection of constraints from context. The score for selection of con-
straints depended on the children’s use of contextual information to justify
their acceptance or rejection of the meaning choices in the initial sentence
presented in the task. High ability children were significantly better able to
select available constraints, 1 = 4.47. p = .001. This result is presented in
the first two rows of Table 1.

When children justified their meaning choices 1n some way other than
using the available contextual constraints. their responses were considered
incorrect justifications. Types of incorrect justifications were examined as
a fine-grained comparison. Two types of incorrect justifications were
prominent in children’s responses. They were labeled as nonuse of context
and misuse of context.'

Nonuse responses were responses that either gave no information
about what evidence children had used to evaluate the meaning choice. or
concerned orthographic or phonological features of the words with no se-
mantic information. An example of a nonuse response that gave no evi-

Table I Compansons of the Two Groups on Seven Aspects of the
Meaning Acquisition Process

Mean (‘0)  Standard deviation  Degrees of treedom

Aspect Group

Constraint selection High 78 4 9 267

Low 619 10 837 28
Construnt testing High 918 SIRI

Low 855 6 647 28
Use of two contexts High 536 18 071

Low R 20 969 28
Eviluation/two contexts - High 787 1t 437

Low 69 1 27227 18 79
Additional contexts High 542 13 724

Low 398 14 704 28
Meaning rdentstication High 81 6 13 023

Low 69 4 12 452 28
Sentence discrimunation  High 86 6 13 763

Low 628 21 941 28

Separate vangaces used o estionte crror which results g partial dogrees of freedom
Dittzrence i means s sightheant p< 08
Dilterence 1n means s sigmificant, p< 01
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dence occurred when. ashed why the word being considered could or could
not have a certain meaning. the child cither merely read the sentence. sub-
stituting the choice for the target word. responded with “It just fits/doesn’t
fit.” or said “I don’t know.” An example of a nonuse response based on pho-
nological features would be rejecting brick as a possible meaning for narp
because “narp sounds pretty different from brick.”

Misuse of context justifications occurred either when the child com-
bined contextual information with outside information to create a “sce-
nario” in which to evaluate a meaning choice. or when the child inferred
unnecessary constraints that prematurely restricted possible meaning
choices. Thus. in both types of misuse responses. the child was developing
constraints that did not exist within the context. For example. consider a
scenario which occurred in response to the choice fuse. for the artificial
word bafe in the sentence. “The doctor told her to bafe her glasses.” A child
rejected the choice. saying “The doctor told her if she lose her glasses. she
couldn’t get no more.™ Another scenarto example occurred in response to
the choice, strar ge. for narp in the sentence. “Standing in front of it. we all
agreed that it seemed like a narp house.” Here. the child accepted strange
as a possible meaning. saying “I think they're looking at it so hard. if you
look at something. things will start to get blurry and look like they're mov-
ing” Thus. scenarios represented a kind of free association between the
context and meaning choice rather than a consideration of the choice’s ap-
propriateness to the context.

An example of a response that restricts the possible meaning of the
word occurred in response to the choice. wear. for bafe in the sentence.
“The doctor told her to bafe her glasses.” A child rejected wear as a possi-
ble meaming for bafe “cause he told her to remove them.” (remove was a
meaning choice that had been presented previously). In cases of restricted
response. children premnaturely narrowed their pool of choices and rejected
choices that did fit the context.

Table 2 presents a breakdown by category for cach group’s incorrect
justification responses. These results represent 14 subjects per group.
since one subject in cach group had no incorrect justifications The means
presented in all tables are unweighted means.

As can be seer from the table. the pattern of responses differed be-
tween the two groups. For the high ability group. the nonuse of context
category accounted for a greater percentage (65.9%) of crrors than did the
misuse category (21.5%). However. for the low ability group. the misuse
category accounted for a more nearly equal percentage of errors as the
nonuse category (37.4 vs. 43.8).

To assess differences in the two groups’ errors here. a f test was used to
compare the percentage of misuse responses between the groups  This cat-
egory was tested because it seemed to shed light on errors that can occur in
assigning meaning to context.

9
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Tuble 2 Mean Percent Incorrect Justifications 1n Each Category for 1
Constraint Selection

Categony
Noause of context Misuse of context Other
Group
f;‘&" 65 9(52) 2530 12765
‘l']"l‘;) 185D A4y 18 8023)

Vote Frequencies afe an perentheses

|
|
|
|
i
Despite the apparent discrepancy in the means for the high and low |
groups (21.5 vs. 37.4). the difference was not significant. 1 = 1.5]. p = ‘
-143. A strong contributor to this result was likely due to one subject
whose only incorrect justification was a single response that fell into the i
misuse category. Thus. this subject received 100% of his errors in this cat- |
egory. while all other children n the group exhibited 50% or less of their |
errors in this category. Thus. there does appear to be at least a trend toward I
differences between high and low ability groups in the types of errors made
in constraint selection.
2. Testing a word choice within constraints. Given that a child selected
cither partial or sufficient constraints from the context., s/he could then
score a point if the word choice was evaluated appropriately for the con-
straints selected. For example. consider the choice brick for narp in the
sentence. “Standing in front of it, we all agreed that it scemed like a narp
house.” If the child had identified both local and global constraints. a point
was scored for testing if the child rejected brick. since it does not fit the
constraints. However, if a child had identified only the local constraint of
what a nouse can be. a testing point was scored if s/he accepted brich. since
it fits the constraint identified.
The high ability group did significantly better in cvaluating meaning
choices within constraints. 1 = 2.88. p = .008. This result is shown in tue
second two rows of Table 1. Thus. even when constraints were correctly
identified. the low ability group was at a disadvantage in evaluating mean-
ing choices as fitting those constraints.
3. Use of two contexts 10 constrdin meaning choices. A score was
given for use of two contex's if. when two sentences were presented simul-
tancously. a child considered both sentences in order to evaluate a meaning
choice. Note that here only the use of two contexts is at issue. and not
whether the eventual response was correct.

N
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The comparison of the two groups on the use of two ¢ ,ntexts showed a
significant difference in favor of the high ability group. 1 = 2.99. p =
-006. This result is shown in the third two rows of Table 1. Thus. when
presented with two contexts. the high ability children were more hkely to
consider both of them in evaluating a meaning choice.

4. Evaluation of a meaning choice given use of two contexts. When a
child used both sentences in considering a meaning choice. another aspect
of multiple context use came into play. that of whether s/he correctly evalu-
ated the choice. Differences between the high and tow ability groups on
this aspect were not significant. 1 = 1.26, p = .223. As can be noted from
the fourth two rows of Table 1. the variances for the two groups for this
aspect were discrepant. The variances were significantly different, p =
-003. which necessitated the use of separate variance estimates to calculate
the 7 statistic. The large variance for the low ability group was likely due to
4 subjects who used both contexts for evaluating choices in 5 or fewer of
the 36 occasions to do so. and cither used them all accurately or all inaccu-
rately. This resulted in scores of 0 or 100% . which were discrepant from
the rest of the group.

Anadditional characteristic of this aspect of the word meaning acquisi-
tion process is that, psychologically. it involves two parts. The first is Judg-
ing the choices’ appropriateness for each sentence. and the second is
reaching an overall decision about the choice. For those choices in each
item that could be rejected from both sentences or accepted in both senten-
ces. a separate step of reaching an overall deciston was not meaningful. For
cxample. if a choice was rejected in both sentences. a decision to reject the
choice as the meaning for the target word would be automatic. In contrast.
when the choice was accepted in one sentence and rejected in the other.
those conflicting decisions must be resolved with one final decision. (Of
course. only rejection of the choice can be correct. but. nevertheless. a
conflict is present due to differential evaluation of the sentences.) Since the
situation in which the appropriate response to reject in one sentence and
accept in the other (reject/accept) required an extra processing step. the
responses for those situations were compared to situations in which it was
appropriate to reject the response in both sentences (reject/reject) or accept
it in both sentences (accept/accept).

sable 3 shows the correct evaluation responses of cach group broken
down to reflect these three situations. These results represent all subjects
for the reject/reject cases. all high ability subjects and 13 low ability sub-
Jects for the accept/accept cases. and 14 subjects per group for the reject/
accept cases. As can be seen from the table. the reject/accept cases stand
out in two ways. First, the proportion of correct responses 1s much lower
here than for the reject/reject and accept/accept cases. for both groups.
Second. there is an apparent difference between the groups for the reject/

@ isition of Word Meaning 2 3 15
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Table 3 Mean Percent Correct Evaluation in Reject/Reject
Accept/Accept and Reject/Accept Cases (Step 2)

Category
Rejeet/reect Acceptiaceept Reject/aceept
Group
High 957 790 264
218) (120 (7% 25
Low 89 3 718 83
(i (58) 48) (5)

Voo Frequencies are an pareatheses

accept cases. The difference for reject; accept cases was assessed by a7 test
and found to be sigmficant. r = 2.05. p = .050.

Because of the two steps involved in evaluating reject/accept cases. a
question aiises as to what proportion of errors can te attributed to failing to
correctly evaluate the choice in cach sentence and what proportton is due to
farlure to resolve the reject/accept conflict. that is. wrongly accepting the
choice even though 1t had been rejected for one of the sentences. Table 4
presents these results. Fourteen subjects from each group are presented. As
can be seen from the table. the greater proportion of errors, for both
groups. is due to incorrect evaluation of one or both sentences rather than
failing to correctly resolve the conflict. These data indicate that the extra
processing »tep required in these cases does not completely account for the
lower rate of overall correct evaluation. The greater proportion of errors is
made 1n failing to reach a differential decision for the two sentences.

Teble 4 Mean Percent Errors in Evaluation of Two Contexts due to
Sentence Evaluation and Overall Decision (Step 2)

Reason for error

Incorrect evalaation Incorrect
of sentenced(s) overall decision
Groap
High 726 2713
(48) (3 (18)
Low 7713 27
(44) () (12

Nerte Frequencies are i parentheses
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5. Use of additional contexts to refine word meaning. To test children’s
ability to refine their notions of a word’s meaning upon further encounters
with the new word. three sentences were presented. One offered no further
clues to word meaning, and two did help to further differentiate among the
choices. Differences in the ability to obtain correct word meaning informa-
tion from these additional contexts were found to be significant between
the two groups. 1 = 2.77. p = .010. This result is shown in the fifth two
rows of Table 1.

6. Identification of word meaning given direct meaning clues. 1f the
three sentences presented to help children narrow their meaning choices
were interpreted correctly. only the correct meaning choice remained for
the target word. Next. children were asked to identify the meaning of the
target word. If they were unable to do so correctly. an additional sentence
was presented which gave direct clues to the word’s meaning. If the mean-
ing could not be identified. the child was told the word’s meaning.

The high and low ability groups were shown to differ significantly in
their ability to identify correct meaning. 1 = 2.62. p = .014. This result is
shown in the second to last two rows of Table 1.

7. Discrimination of sentences that use or misuse newly learned
words. After having received several contexts containing a target word,
and having produced or been wld the word's correct meaning. children
were asked to judge sentences that contained the new word as “good™ or
“bad.” that is. truc or not true regarding the use of the word. Here. children
were to consider the assigned meaning of the target word within the sen-
tence. to develop a sentence interpretation. and then to test the validity of
that interpretation.

High ability children were significantly more able to micet the require-
ments of this task. 7 = 3.56. p = .001. This result is shown in the last two
rows of Table 1. The difference in the variances for the two groups for this
aspect might be considered as approaching significance. p = .092. Here
the pooled variance c¢stima e was used to calculate the tabled values. How-
ever. the 7 value calculated from separate variance estimates also shows a
significant difference between the groups. t = 3.56. p = .002,

The errors that children made in discriminating appropriate and inap-
propriate uscs of the target words were examined. and three types of errors
were identified. They involved context-driven responses. which were de-
rived only from the surrounding context with no consideration of the target
word’s assigned meaning; limited concept responses, which failed to use
the interdependence of word and context to interpret senteiice meaning;
and misinterpretation responses. which contained an inaccurate interpreta-
tion of the sentence as a whole.’

In context-driven responses. children did not consider the assigned
meaning of the target word to derive an interpretation of the sentence.

o ~
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Rather, cither the target word was ignored and the interpretation based
solely on the surrounding context. or some other word that had a strong
association to the context was substituted for the target word.

Examples of context-driven responses that ignored the word are cvalu-
ating the sentence. “People dress up and look narp (ordinary) on Hallow-
cen” as good “cause people do dress up on Halloween.” or cvaluating the
sentence. "People who are very happy feel depcero (stubborn)” as good be-
cause “people who are happy smile at everyone, say good morning.” In
such cases, children either simply confirmed or rejected the validity of the
surrounding context, or formed some association to it. This secemed to in-
dicate that children did not allow for a separate meaning of the targe: word
within the context.

Examples of context-driven responses in which substitutions were
made include judging the Halloween sentence given above as good. saying.
“It could mean scary.” or responding to the happy sentence with. *I don't
know of anything to go with it. maybe excited or something.” Here children
allowed for a separate meaning for the word. but that meaning was not
semantically independent in that the context of the sentence governed the
mcaning that the children ascribed to the word.

In limited concept responses. children used the assigned meaning of
the target word but failed to use the interdependence of word and context to
develop a sentence nterpretation. That is. children were unable to extend
their concept of the word meaning to fit the context. An example of this
includes evaluating the sentence, “If you sign a linbad (agreement) it's like
making a promise™ as bad, because “a promise and a agreement’s two dif-
ferent things.”

In misinterpretation responses. children gave consideration to the
assigned word meaning within the context. but arrived at an inaccurate
cvaluation or mterpretation of the sentence  [n some instances of misinter-
pretation. children disagreed with a good sentence, such as “Sometimes
you can end a fight by making a linbad (agreement)” because “when they
fight. they fight, they not supposed to make an agreement when they fight”
In other instances, children musinterpreted a sentence by distorting it in
some way, such as evaluating the sentence, “The owner of a movie theater
would be happy to see a big renby (crowd) come in™ as bad. because “a
crowd coming in a movie theater would be disturbing everybody.”

Table 5 shows the percentage of each group's errors in Step 5 attributed
to the response types described. These data represent 12 of the 15 subjects
in the high group and all of the low group. The percent and frequencies of
error types may scem discrepant. especially for the high group. This is
because responses of 2 subjects in the high group were disparate with the
set of scores for the group. These 2 subjects were responsible for 77% of
the errors in the context-driven category, while they madz almost no other
errors,
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Table 5 Mean Percent Errors in Each Category for Sentence
Discrimination (Step §)

Category

Context-driven  Linted concept Mismterpretation Other
Group

High 29.2(34) 22508 0037 830d)
63)
Low

- 45912 21001 17 538 S8}

Qa9 (112) «“h (35 15 8423

Nete: Frequencaes are m parentheses

In the low group. also. 2 subjects evidenced scores in the context-
driven category that were somewhat disparate with the rest of the groug.
although the disparity was not so great as in the high ability group. These 2
subjects in the low group were responsible for 429 of the errors in that
category.

Table 5 shows a very different pattern of errors between the two groups
for the context-driven and masinterpretation categories The context-driven
errors are particularly interesting because they may yield msights about
difficulties children encounter with the nt:gration of word and context to
construct meaning. In order to analyze these data so as not to give undue
weight to the highly discrepant scores. a trimming procedure was used. In
this procedure. recommended by Winer (1971) tor handling extreme ob-
servations. equal numbers (in this case. two) of the highest and lowest
scores are removed from the sampie. and the resulting reduced, or
trimmed, sample is treated as the sample data. The means for the trimmed
sample were 21.6 for the high group and 44.1 for the low group. The dif-
ference was assessed by a ¢ teer and found to be significant. 1 =229, p =
.035.
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DISCUSSION

Lewrning vocabulary through inferring the meaning of new words from
context has long been a prevalent and highly recommended technique tor
vocabulary development. However, rescarch has shown that gaining word
meaning from context 1s far from an automatic process, and particularly
that less sxilled students are much less kely to succeed in gaining micaning
{Quealy. 1969: Ranhkin & Overholser. 1969) The present study proposed
specific aspects of the process of acquiring word meaning from context in
order to investigate where within the process differences betw ~n children
with high and low vocabulary ability occur.

Three notions about the process of acquirtng word meaning from con-
text can be derived from the results of this study. These notions are., first.
that the low ability group evidenced a nusunderstanding of the relationshin
between word and context: second. that the low ability group. and 10 a
lesser extent the high ability group as well, demonstrated a semantic inter-
ference when considering two contexts stmultancously . and. third. that the
performance of both groups indicated the complexity of the meaning acqui-
sition process.

Misunderstanding of the Relationship Between Word and Context

The poorer performance of the low ability group in the select n of
contextual constraints and in the use of newly learned words, as well as the
nature of their errors within these two aspects, seems to indicate a misun-
derstanding of the relatioaship between a word and the surrounding con-
text. The understanding of this relationship comprises an awareness that
concepts in comiext represent limits that constram but do not determine
word meaning. To succeed in derniving word meaning. a learner must stay
within these limits. but realize that a range of meanings for the target word
may be allowed. Using these limits implies a recognition of the type of
information that is appropriate to the tash of deriving meaning. for numer-
ous associations can be made to a given context, but not all will be sup-
ported by the context.

Several excerpts from children’s protocols serve to illustrate this notion
of contextual limits and the differential understanding of the linuts shown
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by the high and low ability groups. Consider a response given by a high
ability child about the choice luck for the word renby in the sentence. “Tony
wanted to join the noisy renby.” “No [it doesn’t mean luck]: you can be
noisy when you get luck. but luck sn’t noisy ™ Here the child has brought in
an outside association between noisy and fuck. yet she is able to distinguish
that association from the irformation that constrains the meaning choice.
Contrast this response with the following response of a low group child for
smile on the same sentence: “Yes [it could mean smile]. when he want to
join something he could smule and be all happy.” Here an association be-
tween the choice., smile, and the context 1s established and used to evaluate
the fit of the choice. even though 1t goes beyond the meaning supported by
the context.

Next consider a response from a high group child to the choice scared
for the word depero i the sentence. “The worried rider couldn't control the
depero horse™: VIt might mean scared. cause somebody could have shot a
bullet or something. made it scared. and he couldnt control it™ This child
reasons by bringing 1n an outside eventin the form of an example of some-
thing that could scare a horse and cause him to become uncontrollable. The
example she develops helps her to understand the relationship between
scared and controlling a horse. and obeys the limits set by the context. In
contrast. consider the following response from a low group child about the
choice size for the word linbad 1n the sentence. “After working on the prob-
lem the group was ready to make a linbad™: “Yes: they probably buy a dress
and didn't know what to do. so they probably figured out their problems
and found a size.” It scems that here. too. the child 1s attempting to develop
a relationship between a part of the context (working on a problem) and the
meaning choice (size). But he ends up with a scenario that is not supported
by the context. m fact. it does not even hang together as a plausible event
sequence. As these examples demonstrate. working wathin contextual lim-
its enables one to extract accurate information about potential word mean-
ing from context.

Semantic Interference in Considering Two Contexts

When considering two contexts for evaluating word meaning choices.
both groups were very accurate i reject/reject cases. somewhat less accu-
rate n accept/accept cases. and showed much poorer performance in re-
ject/accept cases. Although this pattern held for both groups. the high
ability group was found to be more successful in reject/accept cases.

Whea two sentencZ: were used. the most common response was (o
reject the choice in both sentences. This was true to the extent that not only
were most reject/reject cases correctly evaluated. but rejecting the choice
in both sentences was most often the response when accept/accept and re-
ject/accept cases were incorrectly evaluated. A possible explanation of this
tendency is the notion of a semantic interference between the two contexts.
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That is. the meaning obtained from one context is carried over to the other
and interferes with an accurate evaluation of the second context. Consider
first the accept/accept cases. The tendency to reject the choice in both sen-
tences here may stem from difficulty in fitting a word to two contexts that
reflect somewhat different senses of the word. For example. items for sale
in a store are ordinary in a somewhat different way than a person is ordi-
nary; boys and girls growing up 1s different from growing corn: an agree-
ment made Letween two children diffe, s from an agreement that a President
makes. When considered together, the two contexts may interfere with
each other. and because a choice may not seem to fit each context in the
“right.” that is. the same way. it may be rejected. This notion is a specula-
tion. and the ¢nly support that can be offered is that children seemed able
to make correct judgments in selecting constraints 1n Step |. when a single
sentence was presented. about the same choices that were incorrectly re-
jected in Step 2. when two contexts were given.

In cases in which the correct response was to reject a choice in one
sentence and accept it in the other. interference may occur in that a context
from which a choice can be easily rejected carries over a reject bias to the
second context. For example. the two sentences presented for the depcro
item were, “The woman at the desk was too depero to move.” and “The
zookeeper tried to get the baby lion into the cage. but the lion was too
depero” The choice. fast. can readily be rejected from the sentence about
the woman. because of the impossibility of being “too fast to move.” This
implication of inaction. then. may carry over to the lion sentence. and fust
is rejected there as well. In support of this notion. it is noted that when
children consider both sentences here. the choice is rejected in both senten-
ces in 14 of 18 cases. However, when children attend only to the lion sen-
tence. fast is correctly accepted in five of the six cases. This pattern of
rejecting a choice when a sentence s considered in conjunction with the
other sentence. while accepting the choice for the sentence when it is con-
sidered alone. appears several times in the data.

The evidence of semantic interference suggests that multiple contexts
may impair the ability of low ability learners to derive information from
context regarding word meaning. at least if they are left to do so on tieir
own. This issuc may alsy contain a developmental aspect. because of the
involvement of the nigh atility group in the pattern of poorer performance
in reject/accept cases. Perhaps, then, it requires a certain amount of se-
mantic sophistication beyond the level of children in this study to take ad-
vantage of two contexts particularly when they require different
conclusions about the appropriateness of a meaning choice.

Complexity »f the Task of Meaning Acquisition

Certain of the findings of this study serve to underscore the notion that
acquiring word meaning from context 1s a complex process m which a se-
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ries of processing steps must contribute to achteve a successful outcome.
What this complexity mean, operationally 1s that. even under conditions
that scem nearly optimal. successful outcomes may not be forthconung.
Specifically. such circumstances arose in three places within the findings of
this study.

The first is the finding that low ability children were less able to cor-
rectly test a meaning choice within constraints they had identified from
context. In cases of incorrect constraint testing. children succeeded in iden-
tifying a part of the context that did constrain meaning. but then failed to
use it in evaluating their choices. For example. a child rejected guess for
the sentence. “After working on the problem. the group was ready to make
a linbad.” saying “they had a problem. and they tried to guess what’s the
matter. They wouldn't be able to sec what's the matter.” Here the child cor-
rectly relates making a guess to the constraint of tre/ing to solve a problem,
but ultimately rejects it. seeming to imply that guessing would not be a
good way to solve the problem. In her final evaluatton. then. she doesn't
use the relationship she established between working on a problem and
guessing. Thus, even under what would appear to be optimal conditions,
that is. the correct identification of constramts and the availability of mean-
ing choices. successful testing of a choice within constraints does not auto-
matically occur, at least for children of lower ability.

Another indication of task complexity occurred 1n the identification of
word meanming after the presentation of contexts that eliminated all but the
correct meaning choice. The low ability group was less successful at iden-
utying the correct word meaning than was the high group. This speaks to
the issue of complexity because in this study several contexts for cach
word, developed with very deliberate clues. including direct clues to word
meaning, were presented consecutively to cach child individually. Yet.
even within this very structured environment. differences were found be-
tween high and low ability groups.

A third indication of the complexity of the meaning acquisition proc-
ess was that a simple operationalization of learming a word. that is. esther
derving a cor.ect definition from context or being told the definition, did
not. for the low ability group. tran.late into ability to use the newly learned
word to nterpret subsequent sentences that immediately followed the
learning task. This suggests that low ability children are not only at a dis-
advantage i deriving word meaning, but. once word meaning 15 provided,
they remain at a disadvantage in applying the new word.

Instructional Implications

The characterizations of processing discussed 1n this chapter carry im-
phications both for instruction m the use of context to derive word meaning
and for direct struction of vocabulary. First, three aspects of the process
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of acquiring word mcaning from context were the most directly imphicated
in the differences between cffective and less effective use of context. These
three aspects. selecting constramts from context. tahing advantage of mul-
tiple contexts. and using new words following initial Icarning. might be
considered as possible topics for instruction in using context. However. the
findings of this study indicate ihat the presentation of effective instruction
in these areas is not straightforward. stnee suceess within these aspects did
not always yield an overall successful outcome. For example. for the low
group especially. selecting appropriate constraints did not always lead to
getting correct information about word meaning. and the use of two con-
texts did not guarantee obtaining accurate information, particularly when a
choice should have been rejected in one and accepted in another context.

The way the development of the ability to use conteat is usually ad-
dressed is to provide children with a wide varicty of contexts that may con-
tain unfamiliar words. with perhaps some general direction that one should
look within and around the target sentence for clues to word meaning (c.g..
Durr. 1976). Less frequently. specific types of clues. such as cause and
cffect. synonym. and so forth. may be directly introduced. However. the
findings of this study suggest that 1t 1s not enough to tcach children where
comstraints are located in contexts or the various forms constraints may
take or to reflect on multiple contexts when avanlable. What needs to be
lean.cd is more elusive. such as to what extent outside information canbe -~
brought to bear without violating the limits of the context. and the amount
of flexibility allowed in assigning meaning to concepts within the context.
These notions are difficult to capture in a prescribed set of instructions or
rules. To create such instruction. one would need to circumscribe the pre-
cise hnowledge that needs to be brought to bear. and how far from strict.
denotative interpretations of hnown words and contextual situations one
should venture in order to assign meaning to a particular word.

Work of other rescarchers supports the notion of the problematic nat-
ure of deriving word meaming from context and «he difficulty of overcom-
ing these problems through tnstruction Sternberg and Powell (1983) sct
forth a theory of learning from context that hy pothesizes that the lthelthood
of Izarning word meaning from context depends not only on information
available in the context but also on factors such as weeding out irrelevant
information. tegration of information gleaned into a coherent word
mcaning. and usefulness of prior knowledge. These factors are labeled mie-
diating variables. In some prehminary results. Sternberg and Davidson
(1983) showed that although teaching students to use context clues did 1m-
prove performance. mediating variables played a substanttal role m the
success of the instruction

Carnine et al. (1984). 1. reviewing factors contributing to successful
usc of context for acquining word meaning. cite the importance of a reader’s
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past experience in using context—which sets up a kind of “chicken/egg”
problem. Carninc ct al. then instructed students in the use of context clues.
Although instructed students were able to use context more cffectively. the
authors concluded that a more potent instructional strategy was called for
to teach coneext skills to an acceptable level.

Based on the nature of the task of acquiring word meaning from con-
text. as demonstrated by the present study and by other researchers. it
seems that the technique of teacher medeling would be well suited to im-
prove childrens context skills. A teacher could communicate important
concepts of acquiring word meaning from context by demonstrating the use
of context to derive contextual constraints, test candidates. compile infor-
mation about the word’s meaning. and eventually interpret subsequent con-
texts. The use of such a strategy could lead children to follow the
successful model and avoid the problems shown to characterize a less ef-
fective meaning acquisition process.

The suggestion to use teacher modeling for developing context skill
parallels a discusston by Carnine et al. (1984) about the kind of instruction
that 1s adequate for teaching various cognitive skills. The authors assert
that while certain conceptually casy skills can be taught through techniques
such as systematic practice. other. more complex. skills require the use of
“systematic modeling and questioning™ (p. 201). Carnine and his col-
lcagues have shown the cffectiveness of incorporating modeling into the
instruction of various comprehension skills. such as critical reading
(Patching. Kameenui. Carnine. Gersten, & Colvin. 1983). study skills
(Acams. Carnine. & Gersten. 1982). and text-based inferences (Carnine.
Kameenui. & Woolfson, 1982).

The use of teacher modeling for the instructior of complex skills is
also advocated by Collins and Smuth (1982) They recommend the tech-
myues as a first step in developing comprehension monitoring ability. de-
scribing 1t as a “kind of ‘slow motion’ film of the way comprehending takes
place in a sophisticated rcader™ (p. 175).

The following example illustrates how a teacher could present a con-
text containing an unknown word and work through it toward denving the
meaning of the word.

“The wornied rider couldn’t control the depero horse ™ Let's see. depero must

mean something that & horse could he A horse could be well-trained. but. no.

4 nider shouldn’t have any trouble controlling a well-trained horse. <o it

wouldn't mean well-traned. It has to be something that would make a horse

hard to control. Maybe scared. a horse could be scared. and because he was
scared. he might ac up and be hard to control. Or it could be stubborn. be-
cause horses sometimes do get stubborn. and when they do 1t's hard for a nder
to get them to do what she wants.
With subsequent contexts. the teacher could show how additional informa-
tion might chminate or confirm certain meaning choices. After cxprsure to
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teacher modeling. the children could begin to think aloud the information
they infer from contexts and receive teacher feedback. Exposure to suc-
cessful models and interactive practice in deriving information from con-
texts could give children the opportunity to develop a sense of how to use
context to take advantage of the information it offers without bringing to
bear information that 1s irrclevant or causes interference.

Modecling also seems an effective technique for helping students to re-
solve difficultics caused by contexts that reflect different shades of mean-
ing for a word Consider. for example. the following two sentences
containing the word ordinary: (a) “There was nothing unusual about the
day. it scemed as ordinary as any other™; (b) “Sandra didn't care for orci-
nary people.” In the first sentence. ordinary is in complete harmony with
the rest of the context—a day that is not unusual. However, 1n the second
sentence. ordinary is less expected. yet the context 1s still plausible. Here.
ordinary can be inferred to take on the sense of 100 usual™ or “uncexciting.”
but the meaning of ordinary does not change to more closely comncide with
some meaning that could be expected from the context. such as “bad™ or
“unkind.” Findings of this study suggest that the knowledge of how to use
ordinary to interpret these contexts may not be caslly obtained through
mere exposure to them. But, with the use of a modeling strategy. the task of
interpreting contexts such as these could be demonstrated explicitly.

Th. suggestion for the use of a modeling strategy can be extended to
direct instruction in vocabulary Providing models of intcrpreting contexts
containing new words that are being Icarned could help children to under-
stand that word meanings have both stable and flexible clements and to
develop ways to apply words in new contexts and test their appropriateness.
This type of knowledge about word meanings may lessen the problems
demonstrated in this study 1n the use of new words following a learning
cxperience that involved only a correct definition. The imphication i« that
having a correct definition. or exposure to multiple contexts. 15 not
cnough—at least for low abihity children—to allow a word to become a usc-
ful part of one’s vocabulary repertosre. Indeed. such hmited experience
may not be sufficient for hugh abihty cl.:ldren esther. Although high ability
children were more successful in using the nealy learned words 1n this
study. only a very limited concept of word use was tested. and it was done
immediately following lecarning.
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“Footnotes

'In addition to these o response types which accounted tor over 80 of the incorredt
ustifications m each groups an ot category was Aecessary This category consisted both of
responses that could be categonized but whose wategories contamed tour or fewer FONPONNCS
over both groups. and of responses trom which no interpretation of the chibd s jus L hication
coukd be made

A category of “other respomses was abo necessary, and contaned responses such as 7l
donthnow™ and those that were dutficult o terpret or unigque One such cxample was the
FeNponse to the sentence. “IEs marp (ordimary ) to wear boots in winter weather N, ity just
the weather, and you don't wear boots 1t it just the weather™
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